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John Skeans 
This is an interview with Mr. John Skeans, Chief Car 
Distributor for the C&O Railroad in Huntington. The inter-
view concerns his role in the Battle of the Bulge, and took 
place on April 23, 1979. The interviewer is Brenda Jameson. 
BJ: Okay, Mr. Skeans, why don't you tell me a little more 
about your background, where you were born, where you 
went to school, your work with the C~O, and that type 
of thing. 
JS: I was born April 12, 1921 in Wayne, West Virg inia at 
about four miles up in the country on a hillside farm; 
went to Wayne High School, graduated, went to the Hunt-
ington School of Business for about ten months and got 
a job with C&O; went to Peach Creek as a stenographer 
and worked there in, uh, 1 40?- 1 41 to July '42 and,uh 
I enlisted in the Army, went to Fort Thomas and they 
assigned me to recruiting service. I was at, uh, Fort 
Thomas about a month, and then over in Cincinnati for 
about a month and then they sent me to Lexington, Kentucky. 
I was .. .. me and the sergeant had charge of that recruiting 
station down there. And about three months later, he 
got sick and that left me in charge of it. And I 
was there then about a year, almost a year; sometime in, 
uh, fall of '4o?-must 1 ve been '43, they reassigned all 
us regular service,uh,. personnel to an infantry division 
down at Camp Mc Cane, Mississippi, the Eighty-Seventh. 
And we went down there and had our basic training. Of 
course I was in the Army •• if you can type or you've 
had office work, why you would just take, maybe this 
week, three days training and then you'd go back in 
the office. More or less, eight to five deal other 
than if you were on KP, guard duty or what have you. 
And we got through basic training and they sent our 
division on winter maneuvers in Tennesee and of course 
we liked to froze to death there. But that was nothing. 
And we got through that without too much problem and 
then they sent us to Fort Jackson, South Carolina end 
D-day was getting ready over in Eurone, so they pulled 
out all the riflemen in our company that was classified 
as riflemen, our division and sent 'em to, uh, for 
the invasion. And they gave us recruits and we went 
through basic training again and, uh, in '44, I think 
it was July, they shipped us to Camp Kilmer, I believe 
it was and then we left from there, we went over seas 
on the ~,ueen Elizabeth. 'Course that was my first 
UVULt .::>ht:::OLt::> '-
experience and I got sea-sick. The second day out 
they assi gned me to the, uh, (laugh ter) ship newspaper 
and I was a little room ... in a little room about a 
quarter, oh about a fo 1 1.r by four? and I wss tryi.ng 
to type and my stomach was rolling and so forth so 
I just quit and went to my bunk. (lsu~hte~) And 
then, uh, well it didn't take us ... I t~ink it was 
three days, all it took us to ge t over there. We 
had no escort or, or nothing ya' see, it would go so 
many seconds one direction and change course, see. 
Took a sub so long to line up on it, so we didn't 
have any escort; so we had landed in Scotland, I 
believe it was and they loaded us on a train and then we 
ended up in England, somewhere, I don't know. I 
don't remember the name but we was in a •.. they kept 
us there for, for about a month and our equipment 
caught up and they assigned us new jeeps and new 
equipment and they they loaded us on a ... I believe 
it 1 s a 1ST, that's a flat bottom boat, you know that 
the end , the end drops down where you drive the 
vehicles on. Well, I was driving a jeep and they 
assigned me, uh, somebody to help me out and I said, 
"Well, I tell ya 1 what I'll do. I'll drive it on and 
you drive it off." We .•• you had to go just right, you 
see, it was on the English Channel. If you missed it 
you went into the ocean. So we had a jeep and a 
trailer; so I got it on and got it nacked in there 
okay and on that ••. over across the Ctannel, I didn't 
get sea-sick and then when we, uh, in England we 
drive on the left side. Well they forgot to tell us 
when we got in France we drove on the ri ght side. 
So this guy that was driving the jeep, oh, he was 
on the wrong side of the road. So we went out I guess, 
maybe about, oh, maybe about fifty miles or so and 
they had us in field. We set up our pup tents and we 
stayed there for a ..• for I guess a week or so. And 
then our .•. they decided, assigned our division to 
clean out the last of the forts at, uh, Metz. So 
uh, that evening we were getting ready to go; they 
had us all ..• made us all ••. we hadn't had a bath or 
shaved or anythin~ for about two weeks and they said 
we had to clean up. So we all shaved in cold water; 
about dark we knew that we was going into combat. 
We didn't know what, where, or why. And then about 
dark they brought a truckload,uh, (laughter) uh, 
mattress covers and gravemarkers and unloaded them 
and. then that's when it began to get serious. So 
that night we drove in, all night and it was snowing 
and got into Metz. Well, our •.• I was in service 
company which was attached to Second Battalion 
headquarters of Three Hundred-Forty Sixth Infantry. 
And our infantry unit went on to help clean out 
those pill boxes around Metz. And we stayed in Metz. 
So we had to leave all our excess baggage and every-
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thing in Metz; just take the necessary stuff. They 
said it would come to us later. But we didn't see 
it until after the war was over. And, uh, then 
they told us to lo ok up bed rails. See you had to 
uh, •.• the German~, uh, uh, ... we were driv_ing the 
jeeps with the windshields d~wn, no tops, see. They 
would stretch wire across the highway just high enough 
to miss the top of the steering wheel and catch you under 
the neck, see. So we made hooks and put on the front 
of our jeep. And, then they had us to, uh, uh, get 
sandbags and, uh, fill 1 em with sand and put them in the 
floor and around,and if you went over a land mine that 
would cushion it some. And then after our, u..h, 
outfit had cleaned out these, uh, pillboxes around 
Metz, then we went on, uh, it was, uh, it was, uh, 
I believe it was the Saar, the Saar Valley, isn't it? 
We were in that area and I know my first ni ght, uh, 
we, uh, it was raining, snowing and I was stuck up 
on the side of the hill and the one hill here and 
there was a little valley and then the road circling 
up both forks of it and then up here on top was the 
Germans. So we got in there about dark and they expected 
that there'd be a counter attack. So the Chaplin 
that I was with, he went down to the Aid Station and 
left me up there and I stayed up there with the rifle 
company all night. I got .•. I dug me, well, I guess 
you'd call it a foxhole, and I guess I'd got it down about 
foUI' foot, real nice, then it filled up with water. 
So I got back in the jeep, covered myself up and about 
midnight somebody hollered "Haltl", right about ten 
feet away. And I theught, 11 aw, what the heck, let 
them go ahead and shoot me and get me, get me out of 
this misery." So that was my first night and then the 
next day, they ... one .•. some of our boys had been wounded 
up over across the top of the hill so, uh, they asked 
me if I'd take my jeep and go up and get him. So 
me and a sargeant and the medic and a couple of littermen, 
four of 'em, there was six, five of us, I guess. So 
we went out there and right on the front line and got 
this guy that had been shot. On our way back, uh, the 
mine sweepers were there and told us not to go back 
over the . same road we'd gone over because 1t was land-
mines . I .guess we were fortunate. Got down the, in 
the creek and we, uh, it was, uh, jeep f'lood e d out. 
So we went up over a little knoll. I had chains on 
all four wheels of that jeep and it was a muddy out 
in the pas¢ure field and we was slinging mud from all 
directions and those shells was hitting pretty close, 
and there behind a tree was our co~manding general, I 
don't recall his name; he stepped out and grinned and 
we opened up and took off again. And you want to ••• 
Uh, just-you were, then, a Chaplins assistant? 
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JS: Yea. 
BJ: Okay, tell, tell us a little bit about how you beccme 
a Chaplin's assistant (JS- alright,I-yea) and what 
your duties were. 
JS: Well, at first, that,uh, in the Eighty-Seventh; When 
they went to the Eighty-Seventh infantry division, 
they assigned me to the, what they call the Inspector 
General's office in division headquarters, which, uh, 
checks the division; sees that everything is up to 
par as to the reports and if everybody is equally 
~reated and if you get a complaint about somebody 
being mistreated you check that out and so forth. 
And I was in ttat while I was here in the States and 
of course, they have a Table of Organization, they 
call it. You know, when you go over seas your division's 
got to be in that order, see. So in the Inspector, uh, 
General's office there wes, uh, one extra one. And I don't 
know who they were gonna' move out, but anyway at the 
time there was a vacancy came up in the, uh, as a 
Chaplin's assistant. So I volunteered to go from the 
division headquarters up to the battalion headquarters. 
And, uh, the duties ••• well, ordinarily your duties of 
a Chaplin's assistant is to drive the vehicle for him, 
transfer ..• transport .•• his transportation for him. 
And they have a portable organ. They're supnosed to 
be able to play the organ and assist in services and 
so forth. But the, I was with, uh, a Chanlin Ledbetter 
from Leads, Alabama and he said it didn't make any 
difference whether I could play the or~an or lead sing-
ing or not, just to drive the vehicle would be 
alright. So that was more or less what I did; was 
drove the vehicle and help him any way that I could 
and, uh, then when the Medics needed the jeep to go 
get wounded, I'd go with them to get wounded or they'd 
take my jeep. 
BJ: Right. Okay, now you said a while ago that you were 
uh, like you were cleaning out ••• or you told me one 
other time that you went behind the front line and 
cleaned up. What does cleaning up mean? 
JS: Uh, you mean, the uh, let's see, cleaning up •.• 
BJ: Or cleaning out ••• the pill boxes. 
JS: Oh, yea, that was, uh, well, at Metz they ••• 
Let's see, I dont know ••• what you call going behind ••• 
That, uh, the only time that I was in, in the front 
line or ahead of it was when we got that, uh, the boy 
that was shot. We were right on it, right .•• The 
riflemen right along beside of us and the 1ermans were 
right out ahead. But, uh, they did use our division 
after the, uh, after the Bulge. l.rfu~n- triey broke 
through ••• is it, uh, they'd, ur. ••• Patton's ;I1hird Army ••• 
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We was, we was spearheading for Patton's Third Army 
at the time. You see, we'd, uh, they'd get tanks and 
two and one half ton trucks and then they'd load the 
infantry division on the .•. on those tanks and trucks 
and take right down one of those four lane highways 
and just keep going until they hit resistence, see. 
And that would be by-passing, that would be by - passing 
some of these pockets. Maybe that was the time that 
this 9,000 unit was a t out thre.e miles away. You see 
at that time I was, uh, I was in the postal section, 
which was behind and we were,there wasn't but about 
five or six of us and, uh, they'd dropped us off under-
neath one of those bridges. And that's, we, we stayed 
a couple of days there, within about three miles of 
9,000 Germans. If they'd a come our way-why we didn't 
stand a chance. 
BJ: Uh, you told me one time that you, when you first 
started working for C&O that you had a deferrment. 
JS: Yea, I had a, I,I got a deferrment. I believe it was, 
uh, for six months. And, but the railroad had asked 
for another deferrment, which I could have probably 
got. But I kind of got itchy feet and went ahead and 
enlisted. 
BJ: So you just told them not to appeal the deferrment? 
JS: Yea. 
BJ: Okay. Now, before we r eally get into the Battle of 
the Bulge, per se, just about how much combat were 
you in before (JS: six months) actual battle before 
the Battle of the Bulge? Before you actually got 
involved •.• 
JS: Well, it was in, in our division was in Metz, and then 
in the, in the Valley there .•• Let's see .•• The Bulge 
started on the sixteenth ••• I would say about a month, 
about a month. 
BJ: That you were in actual combat? 
JS: Yea. 
BJ: Okay, now it is my understanding that right before the 
Battle of the Bulge, the area where the German ',s 
invaded was relatively peace f ul and a lot of the, uh, 
divisions that were stationed there (JS: were more 
more or less holding-(BJ:right)-see, and uh, sent out 
patrols at night, see, and maybe ~ove un a little bit 
at a time, see) Okay, and I understand from some of 
the reading that I've done that some of the divisions 
were there, like to get, to get some rest (JS: that's 
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right) because they'd been in combat, (JS: that's 
right) others because the •.. they weren't very experi-
enced in battle. (JS: teat's right) Now why was your 
division sent there. Do ,au have any idea? Why were 
they .•• 
JS: No, I don't. I guess it was luck because the One 
Hundred-Sixth that went over on the Queen 3lizabeth 
probably most of them that went over on the same boat 
that we did, uh, they drew the assignment in the, uh, 
where the breakthrough was. We just, they just told 
us to go to that area, see. 
BJ: Okay, uh, when the Germans first broke through, or you 
first heard about it, that the Germans had broken through, 
what was the general attitude of yourself or the people 
around you? Disbelief, (JS: well) or shock or ..• 
JS: Well, we didn't know (BJ: surprise?) because, because this: 
We were down in this valley. This must ~ave been about 
the, uh (BJ: you didn't know the G-errr.ans had broken 
through?) twenty-fourth. No because, see the only 
thing was word of mouth that you would know,see. You 
just know what you can see. (EJ: uh,huh) And, uh, I ••• 
they had tol4 us •.• it must have been the twenty-fourth 
or the twenty-third of December. We were down in this 
sort of a valley like and the Germans was all on the, 
on the hill, in the head of the valley. And, uh, word 
had come down about dark, see they'd just ... they'd been 
shelling the town, and word had come down about dark 
that they expected the Germans to try to break through 
there and that we were to try to hold at all costs. 
Well, I was in the Aid Station you know and those 
medics and all, we'd, we'd picked up some souvenirs 
along the way. And somebody said, "Now listen, if you 
get ••• We 're taken prisoner and they find some souvenirs," 
says, "you've had it." So I threw away a lot of nice 
souvenirs I'd had. (laughter) 
BJ: But, you didn't really realize what was going on at 
the time. 
JS: No, no we didn't until they pulled us back and, uh, then 
the, then the , we, at Christmas day, uh, seemed to me 
lik~ it was •.• we weren't too far from Neece, I believe 
it was,France, that, uh, that uh, at the edge of a 
little town that, uh, we got in there the night, I 
believe it was the twenty-fourth and they let us stay, 
and they let us stay, uh, that , that nig~t and the 
twenty-fifth and around the twenty-sixth they ..• we 
were moved up into the ••• help out in the Battle of 
the Bulge or ••. and according to t~at map I saw, I 
thought we were south, but according to that map that-
we were ••. we were north of Bastogne fi nd we come in ••• 
the Bulge came in and we come in, c~me in sort 
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of like that ( points to paper on desk as he makes lines) 
and through Bastogne and then on through to St. Vith, 
When we, when we cleaned 'em up there, see. Of course, 
we wasn't anywhere near Bastogne when they were 
completely surrounded see •.. We were in the, in the 
ones that helped to, uh, clean 'em up. And then 
during tr.at time, I mean they put out word that, uh, 
by password, strictly by password (BJ: uh,huh) and 
that Germans had our uniform on. And of course that ••• 
(BJ: yea) excuse me ..• 
BJ: Okay, you said you all moved in to clean them up. (JS: 
yea, that's wr.at it was) 1dhat does "clean 'em up" 
mean? 
JS: Kill 'em, knock 'em O1:i.t, surrender ..• whatever (laughter) 
BJ: Just the Germans that were left in the area (JS: that's 
right) after the front line went through? 
JS: That's right as they went, as we went through. 
BJ: You were behind the front line and then you went •.• 
JS: I was ... no, no, no, no, no. We were in .•. I was 
in battalion headquarters for two months there you 
see. I was in, I was in battalion headquarters. 
That's about, I stayed about one thousand feet •.• 
one thousand yards behind the front lines and then I 
was there for two months. Then one month of it was prior 
to the Battle of the Bulge and the other month was 
during the Battle of the Bulge and breaking through the 
Maginal line. 
BJ: Okay, now when your division was rroved up into it, 
by that time you realized that the Germans had broken 
through. 
JS: Oh, yeah, yeah. 
BJ: How much were you told about what, you know, how 
serious the situation was? Did they let on like, it 
was real serious? or ..• 
JS: They don't; no, no, no, they don't ••• You don't get 
much, you don't get much there. Occasionally, we'd 
get the Stars and Stripes see, which was a ••• would give 
us ••• But you don't, you just get what you, uh, what 
you know and through word of mouth see; Somebody been 
back to the, uh, back to the rear and picked up maybe 
some information and passed it on. But you know how 
rumors would go. You can't,you can't do that, because ••• 
No, we didn't know. And during, when uh, when the Battle 
of the Bulge, and we was up in there, see we hadn't come 
in contact with the German Air Force. Well, we knew 
John Skeans ,'.:l 
they had an Air F~rce. We didn't know what to expect and 
when you go into those buildings they had them booby 
trapped, you see and they had land mines, they had 
personnel mines, so uh. On moving up now, on Christmas 
I remember, aw it was colder than the dickens, and 
the ••• you know, I don't know what the temperature was 
but snow,(BJ: uh,huh) roads slick, (BJ: uh,huh); 
I buried the jeep in, a snow drift and one of those 
big, u.~ things, uh what is it?that pulls those 240, 
uh, weapons carries, that pulls those big 240 milli-
meter Howitzers pushed me out and when we'd ... when 
they stopped we'd be cold. We'd get out, everybody 
carried a couple extra cans of gasoline, and we'd get 
out and throw out a couple gallons of gasoline on the 
ground and set it on fire to get warm by. 
BJ: Well, talking about the weather, that was the next thing 
I wanted to ask yon a little bit about. Umm, you 
said you did winter maneuvers in Tennessee. (JS: yeah 
but winter maneuvers ..• ) Was that any comparison as 
far as weather to w~at you were (JS: no, no, no, no) 
facing over there (JS: no,no,no,no,} because it is 
my understanding t~at it was really cold over there. 
JS: Oh, it was much colder over there. 'Course you can 
see on the map it's further north I believe than, than 
Tennessee would be. 'Course we thought that was awful 
in Tennessee but we didn't know nothin'. (BJ: yeah) 
BJ: How much did your winter maneuvers really help you 
w~en you got over there? 
JS: Well it helped somewhat, uh, to, to get, to see what, 
uh, well my experience on winter maneuvers was some-
thing like this. That, uh, that I was with First 
Battalion headquarters and the enemy division broke 
through (BJ: uh,huh) so me and a couple of other guys 
W?S out taking a walk or something and here they came 
up over there with those daggone rifles shooting at 
us, you know with blanks? so we took off. They 
captured the rest of our battalion but we got away. 
We went way down, way up a hill (BJ: that was down 
in Tennessee?)that was down in Tennessee, and we climbed 
to the top of the mountain and found another unit. 
They said, "Well, you all have already been captured, 
(laughter). So they put us in the ... (laughter) just 
like we 1 s POW's and gave us something to eat. And 
they had us, u~, in this area of the woods guarding us. 
So this guy, one of them that was with me, grabbed a 
rifle and fired the blanks at a guards and took off. 
(laughter) (BJ: hummm) But it was, it helps to, to 
get 'em used to it, but there was a c0unle of them killed 
(BJ: uh,huh) on winter maneuvers.(BJ:hmmm) 
.. 
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BJ: But you can't really compare what it's like (JS: aw 
no, no, no) really over there? 
JS: It g ives, it g ives them an ide 2 on how to move and the 
location and so forth, but its just like that book 
that I was reading on. You t ake triese ba·ttles ..• 
alri ght now, that Battle of the Bulge ..• Of course 
they pushed them back to Bastogne and t~en, 'course 
around Bastogne there's quite a few Germans. But, 
in most of the other out f its, its, its, uh, small scale. 
You know what I mean. It will be maybe a platoon of 
twenty men or maybe it will be a c ompany with a 
couple hundred men that would be involved in, uh, 
well out here on, in Huntington or something like 
that, see. And it's not ••. there•s no ... You can't 
say that there's a straight line here, or a straight 
line there, but, uh, they refer to it. 
BJ: Okay, you mentioned pouring gasoline out on the snow 
and setting it on fire to stay warm, an ..• What other 
things did you use to stay warm. Some of the reading 
that I've done, they used some ..• 
JS: Well, I, I had ummm •.. 1 Course I was fortunate, I had a 
jeep to carry, uh to carry the stuff in. They issued 
us a sleeping bag which was fairly comfortable. It 
wasn't nothing ..• You put it down on the ground. So 
what we did, we had an extra, uh, ••. Well, those tents, 
you know, issued each one. Each man gets half of a 
tent, pup tent, see and two goes together and puts up 
the tent. Well I had a, I had an extra on of those 
in my bed roll. I put it down first and I think I had 
uh, about six blankets folded and on top of that, 
and about six on top of it. (BJ: huh) Well, you take 
it out there where it's, uh, I would ima gine that the 
temperature was at least in the teens at times and 
just go out there and lay down on the ground an, uh 
well you can't do it. And those, those boys that got 
stuck out at night on those, uh, in a 1:'lolding action or 
somebody out just, just watching , see. Where they can't 
move around. Well they had frostbit feet. (BJ: yeah) 
BJ: But you had some dealings with the wounded, and if 
they were brought back, was there problems keeping them 
warm? I know they ..• 
JS: Not, not necessarily. The most of the time was in the ••. 
They'd, they'd put blankets on 'em. But, uh, of 
course the, uh, they would set the .A id Stat ion up 
usually, uh, in some ki•d of a building. If it would be, 
uh, if it would be in a town or near it. If it didn't, 
they had, uh, they had tents they would put up. They'd 
put up the tents, see, which would give it some protection 
and then they had some heaters which they'd put in there. 
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BJ: So it was relatively warmZ As warm as they could 
make it. 
JS: Yeah, yeah. Once ... if you could get at ... if you 
were wounded, and you were .•• made it, if. you made it 
to the Aid Station, why, uh, you had a good chance of 
making it, unless it was real serious, see. 
BJ: Okay, now according to my reading, one of the biggest 
problems with the cold was keeping the medical supplies 
and the e4uippment, you know, like blood that they had ..• 
JS: Yeah. I know one time, that reminds me, one time that, 
one place we were that the plasma had froze (BJ:yeah) 
and I was holding up next to my body and in my hands 
trying to help to thaw it out so they could, uh, could 
use it see. Yeah. 
BJ: What else did you do to keep it from freezing, do you 
remember? 
JS: No, that's the only time that I remember that I was 
holding it in my hands and next to the heater and 
so forth in order to get it, uh, warrr.ed up, see. 
BJ: This, uh .•• some of the reading that I've done, it 
mentioned a lot of times that they would tape the plasma 
or some of the things that was frozen underneath the 
hood of the jeep. I don't know how safe that would be ••• 
JS: I, I don't, I don't recall that, but that would, that 
would ••• because you see, out in those vehicles that!s 
moving you don't have heaters.(BJ: uh,huh) Of course 
then the ambulance where they would carry that, uh, 
it's, it was enclosed. It would, it would give it some, 
some protection. 
BJ: Okay, now when you, uh, went out to get the wounded and 
bring them back, was there any, like .•• how often did 
you get to go out, could you go out, you know ••• 
whenever there was a need? or did you have to wait for 
certain times for the shooting to stop? or ••• 
JS: Well, you see what it was, they had people to do that. 
They had medical people to do that and the only time 
that I would do that is if they were tied up or some-
thing like that see. (BJ: uh,huh) I only had to go on 
the front line one time, and then in one other time 
we were in a holding actions and, before the Battle of 
the Bulge, and they had, uh, somebody had told us that 
there was a wounded civilian in one of the basements and 
we, more or less, volunteered and went out to, uh, to, 
to bring her in, and they brought her in and the Germans 
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threw a few s'l:lells at us while we were out there. 
I guess just to let 'em know we .•. let us know we 
wa s there. One other time, uh, there was a 
champa gne .•• what do you call it, .• distillery or some-
thing, and it was between the lines, between o~r 
lines and the German lines. Well, our boys would 
go in and get a supply of champagne in the daytime and 
the Germans would go i n at night.(laughter) There's 
odd things that happened. 
BJ: Yeah, I'm sure. 
JS: That one, that one in,uh,in the Battle of the Bulge ••• 
and that artillery going off in all directions, 
ours and their's and in, in ... When it comes in it 
had a, it had a sickening like sound to me, when one 
of those shells would go off, see. I mean, if it 
was one of our own, it didn't bother us. (BJ: uh,huh) 
Or even .•• like the people ••• the ones that, uh, you'd 
be going along and they were dead. I mean, if it 
was a German it didn't bother me one bit, but if it 
was an American, it kind of got next to me. 1 Cause 
you know, you have to think it could have been me as 
easy as it could be him, see. (BJ: sure) 
BJ: You said once that you were about one thousand yards 
behind the front line.(JS: uh,huh) That was usually 
where you were at? 
JS: That's usually where we 1 s at. Just close enough .•• 
That's the first headquarters see. And, uh, of 
course, you know the Germans .•• that's t he area t hat 
they shell. I liked to starve to death in one town. 
They'd only shell it three times a day. Had to go down, 
uh, down over a hill a ·:::i out a half a mile, and they 
would shell, they'd shell that, that thing three times 
a day. They knew ..• It was about an hour or two that 
they would shell ..• Just about the time that they would 
bring the food up for us. And I thought, well, I'm not 
that hungry. I stayed in the basement. (laughter) 
BJ: Okay, usually you were, you were underneath where the 
artillery was shooting over top toward, you know, the 
enemy, right? 
JS: Yeah, yeah and that ..• 
BJ: So you got noise and the shooting (JS: oh, yeah, yeah) 
from your, your own men as well as the enemy. 
JS: Of course, we were close enough that another thing y~u 
had to worry about is a, is their patrols at night, see. 
(BJ:uh,huh) 'Cause you say,in like an area that t~e 
division was covering, say that, say that our division 
had three uh, three infantry regiments t~at we were 
John Skeans 12 
cov ••• that we were covering, uh, an area say, uh, 
fifteen, twenty miles wide, see well, you can't, 
you can't have everybody ..• There's areas that, 
uh, that's not covered, see ( BJ: sure) 
BJ: So the shooting really had an impact on you. 
JS : Aw , ye ah . 
BJ: Even though you weren't involved right in the action 
(JS: that's right even though ... ) of the battle. 
JS: Even though that I didn't, I didn't shoot at anybody ••• 
I, I could have,I was telling you the other day that 
uh, after the Bulge, they started moving;t'-1at we were 
in this town and you could ..• They said,"Come out here 
and look"and ri ght up on the hill above us in this big 
field those Ger~ans was retreating. Well, I could of, 
I could of shot two or three then and I thought, aw 
well, let him go. But I never had to shoot anybody, 
but I was in an area where the shells were coming in, 
going over both directions. And I took that for about 
two months and, uh, with the Aid Station, that battalion 
surgeon, he said, "I'm going to send you back to the rear 
cause I think you need a rest," and he said, 11 I'm 
there too, I'm gonna' join you shortly." (laughter) 
And I worked, I worked in the •.• that was two months 
and I worked four months back in the postal section. 
BJ: Okay, uh, how often did you have to deal with the 
enemy wounded or what dealings did you have with them? 
JS: I only had, uh, I, I only had, uh, one, one, observed 
one experience with them. That ..• there's one guy, 
he was in a •.• we was in this, uh, building and they 
was shelling the town. Everytime one of those shells 
would come in, all the Americans would hit the floor. 
Well, that German, he'd just, he'd just sit there, just 
like that. And he was shot in here some place(pointing 
to the upper thigh) and I found out later that ..• 
what had happened ... They'd captured him and they'd 
sent a rifleman to take him and I guess his buddy back to, 
uh, to the rear. And, uh, they weren't moving fast 
enough so they killed the other one and shot that 
one. And he was pretty bad shape and trey, t~ey were 
talking, .•. cussing ... discussing whether to give him 
plasma or not and before they could decide,t~e guy 
dted. Probably would have anyway. But they're usually, 
t;hey're, uh, they take care of thetr1 .. Naturally t'". ough, 
I mean, you're just like this .•. Somebody's right out 
there trying to kill you and then you capture them, 
you aren't going to be as kind to them as you are to 
your own. 
U UlJ.U .:;JJ'\,.t::::QLJ::> 
BJ: When it's between an American (JS:that's ri ght, that's 
right) and the enemy, you're gonna' choose ..• 
Okay, now, you mentioned the other day tl--iat you didn't 
have any first hand contact with any of Skorzeny's men, 
the Germans that were in American, yo1J. know, uniforms 
but that you heard about t hem. Now wta t _do you 
remember about that? About ••• what were vou told 
about it?How did you deal ••• 
JS: 1"1lhat do you mean? 
BJ: Well, how did you deal with, you know, if someone came 
up to you, how did you know if it wa s an American or t he 
enemy, 'cause from my reading they used to .•. 
JS: Well, I'll tell you what during that period of time, 
if I didn't know 'em • • • if there'd been a strange GI 
come up, my guns would have been pointed towards him all 
the time until I made sure.(laughter) (BJ:right) 
Now, uh, after, uh, after this Bulge, when we was in 
Germany, uh, we was in this town, and they, they asked 
us .•• they went, our outfit, our .•• it was in the postal 
section then; there's about six of us and,uh, twenty-
five to thirty other Gisin the town and, and there's 
reported snipers ••. in the town? (BJ: uh,huh) And they 
used, uh ••• I didn't, I was doing something else, but 
the other boys went and went from house to house ••• 
that there was some SS . troopers ~n there.And we were ••• 
happened to be staying in the, in the, uh mayor of 
that town's house. And, uh, we's in t'1is room and 
there was this ~erman .•• looked like he was in, maybe 
about his thirties, and you get, we get a little 
careless sometimes, you know, about laying your rifle 
down and so forth and he was in this room like over 
here in the corner and I was ri ght here; There was a 
ba yonet laying ri ght on the end of t~e table and there 
was a couple of us in here. I saw that ••. I saw him 
eyeing that bayonet and I just walked over and picked 
it up and went on out of the room. And the next day 
they arrested him. He was an SS trooper that had gone 
in uh, in uh, put on civilian clothes. He was the uh, 
he was the son of the uh, the mayor and the mayor hanged 
hirr:self while we were in there. (BJ: oh, huh) 
BJ: Now from some of my readings tcey .•• You know, if they 
come upon a soldier that they weren't sure if he was an 
American or a German, but he was supposed to be passing 
off as an American, (JS: uh,huh) they would ask really 
strange questions (JS~ oh, yeah, yeah) like what was 
the capital of (JS: some town) Missouri. 
JS: Yeah, or a baseball or a football tea~ or something like 
BJ: 
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that in addition to the password. Of course, they 
could pick up the password too. But I had an exper-
ience on that. We was in a holding action, and uh, 
the .•• the battalion headquarters was about four miles .•. 
the front line was about four miles up and then they 
had a sub station back here. It was near. Luxembourg. 
and me ... and the chaplin and the battalion surgeon 
and I had got a chance to go to Luxembourg and see 
a movie. So we went to uh, to t~at movie and when we 
come back the chaplin and the, uh, sur 3eon went on 
up to the head station and they asked me ••. said, 
"Do you want to stay here or do you want to go back to 
the other one? 11 So I said, "No, I'll go back to the other 
one''. So I was driving back and there was a guy stepped 
out in the road with a .•. I had a cold; I'd lost my 
voice .•. he had a BAR, that was a Browning automatic? 
(BJ: uh,huh) And he told me to ~alt. Well, I halt. 
He said "What's the password?n Well, I couldn't get 
my voice to work. He said," Wha' wha' what's the 
matter, don't you know it and,(lau~~ ter) and uh, 
(BJ: so he thought you were one of tl-iem) That's ri ght, 
see. That's, t~at's, that's the way it was, it was. 
(BJ: hmmm) And it's, it's j nst like uh ••• a twi g would 
snap or something like that •.• I mean you ~et yourself 
keyed up see .•. and any, any sound, I r';san, you jump, 
you're ready, see. 
It's so tense (JS: it's tense) •.• all the time, twenty-
four hours a day. 
JS: Twenty-four hours a day and, and the human body and 
all can only take so much of it. Now me, the first 
part in the combat, it didn't bother me. The first month 
see it didn't bother me. Of course, you're scared, 
naturally, but then after that ••. it began eating, 
eating on you, see. And some of 'em, some of 'em 
reacted different .•. that they ••• when they went in 
they were scared and then they would, they would 
get over that,see. But mine got worse. 
RJ: Um, that brings un something else I wanted to ask you. 
I remember the other day when we were talking, you pointed 
out a picture and told me to look at the soldier's 
eyes. (JS: Yeah, it's, it's, a look) Just talk a 
little bit about the aff ect that the battle has on 
soldiers. ( inaudible) 
JS: Well, it's, it's, it's, it's hard to describe the uh, .• 
if you've seen any, uh, combat pictures ... look at 
their eyes and you can just see that strain and some -
thing. Yo_u know, what .•• that tr:e uh, am I gonna' get 
out of it? or not ••• you know. I don't know what it is 
but it's a, it's a drawn like in their eyes. Once 
you see it, you can always remember it and usually 
they'll have beards you know, t~ey don't have time to 
shave, and •.• 
BJ: So it seems to just affect everybody t~at way. 
JS: Oh yeah, t~at 1 s ... i n that, yeah. Absolut~ly, because 
it's that look; because once you see it a~d, and know 
what it is, why ... to me,though,when •.. you know, you 
wonder wha t you t h ink about. I don't know .•. my mind 
would uh, sort of go blank except on what was actually 
ha ppening then, see. (BJ: yeah) And it seeme d like 
then, if they'd start shelling, it would come into your 
mind ••. the training ..• you know, what would I do ..• 
and that's what you do. I mean that's why they keep 
hammering the training in; you see what I mean, you 
do it. That'~ why they have that infiltration course 
in your training ..• that live ammunition over your head -
to s ee what you are going to do. Because you could, 
uh, you could endanger the life of several hundred men 
by getting out there and the first rifle, stand up and 
start running, see. I mean .•• see what I mean, you 
could endanger it. They got to weed .• • some can't 
do it and sorre can. And so .•• but(BJ: so the reaction) 
nobody wants to. 
BJ: The reaction has to be pretty much just (JS: that's 
ri ght) almost instinct rather than •.• 
JS: That's what it is, that's what is is. 
(Phone in office rang; recorder turned off) 
BJ: Ok, just one more question ••• kind of summing up. You 
said you moved, you all moved up t~rough Bastogne and 
then into St Vith . (JS: uh,huh) Now it's rr. y understanding 
that Bastogne was never really occupied by the Germans. 
They were just surrounded. 
JS: Just surrounded. They, the y , they come in on some corners 
of it but they, they held them off. 
BJ: Now, what were some of your biggest impressions as 
you moved through, you know, somewhere the Germans had 
been or still were (JS: well, uh) as you moved through. 
JS: -v.Jell, when uh, when uh we started going t1:1rough there, 
I don't know whether it was coming into Bastogne or 
not when we come out of this forest. And, uh, what had 
happened, our infantry had seen this German company coming 
up the hill on both sides of the road, and they called 
for a tank and uh, killed the whole comnany. There was 
just Germans laying ell over the place. (BJ: hmmm) 
And then when uh, when we started going, moving and 
we'd find these, uh, convoys thap, uh, our Air Force had 
strafed and bombed, and that uh ..• animals and vehicles 
just scattered all over the place. And in those towns, 
I mean ..• there wasn't much left. There ·just nothing, 
they just leveled it. (BJ: huh) 
BJ: Which was the larger town ..• Bastogne or ;::it. Vith? 
JS: St. Vith, I believe. I believe it was. You see, 
over there in Germany, they have these little, uh •.• 
these small towns just like the farmers . They'll 
have their house and their barns and you step out of 
the kitchen and you ~o into the rrow barns, see. 
And then they have their farms out a little ways. Small 
ones ••. we was in the .•• oh,yeah, we crossed the u..~, 
we crossed the ~hine river on this, uh, pontoon, you 
know, uh. 
BJ: Um, in these towns, like St •••. Bastogne and St. Vith, 
by the time you got there, were there many civilians 
left hiding or (JS: no, you didn't ..• ) stranded? 
JS: You didn't, you didn't see too many of 'em. You saw 
some of 'em as, as we got further into Germany; you saw 
more of 1 em,see. But at first there would just be a 
few. See, they were rr.:oving back, see. (BJ: yeah) 
A lot of 'em killed and .•• 
BJ: But mainly, the main thing you remember about the towns 
is just the destruction. 
JS: Just the destruction and as far as the name of the 
town, it just didn't, it didn't mean anything to us. 
Do we get any protection, protection here? or how 
long we gonna' stay? or we gonna' live to get out of it 
or what, see? 
BJ: Well, that's all the questions I have unless you 
have anything you just want to .•• 
JS: No, I don't know of anything else. 
BJ: I appreciate you doing this. Thank you very much. 
JS: Okay, you're welcome. 
